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Mier: More About Dr. John Gorrie and Refrigeration

MORE ABOUT DR. JOHN GORRIE AND
REFRIGERATION
by RUTH E. MIER

The principal source of the numerous brief sketches
that have been written on the life of Dr. John Gorrie is
four articles appearing in Ice and Refrigeration, of
Chicago; and the first of these was, in the main, the
Captain George H. Whitesource of the other three.
side, whose brother Samuel J. Whiteside was a friend
and contemporary of Dr. Gorrie’s, was the author of that
article, entitled “Dr. John Gorrie, Sketch of the Career
of the Original Inventor of the Ice Machine or Device
for the Mechanical Production of Ice and Refrigeration.”
His admiration for the man whose name was spoken so
respectfully by the people of Apalachicola, led him to
become Dr. Gorrie’s biographer. But in collecting and
presenting his material he fell into several errors which
have been carried into subsequent accounts, for some
sources were not available to him.
It is generally assumed, though not known positively,
that Dr. Gorrie was born on October 3, 1803 in Charleston, South Carolina. He is supposed to have received
his early education in that city, but accounts differ as to
where and when he received his degree in medicine.
The best known version is that he graduated from the
College of Physicians and Surgeons in New York City
in 1833. Another is that he graduated in New York in
1825; another is that he worked his way through the
old New York School of Surgeons.
Editor’s note - Though Dr. Gorrie has often been written about,
there is still much to be learned of his life and his experiments
with refrigeration. The writer, in her research for a biography of
this noteworthy Floridian, has brought several new facts to light
and corrected others which have been doubtful or unquestioned.
Though Dr. Gorrie was not the first to make ice in the laboratory, he was one of the first to do so independently; and, through
his humanitarianism, he was the pioneer in air-conditioning. So
his statue in Statuary Hall of the Capitol in Washington is not
out of place.
*The issues of May 1897, June 1900, August 1901, and June 1914.
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A prolonged search into the history of the College of
Physicians and Surgeons of New York City, now a part
of Columbia University and on whose alumni list John
Gorrie’s name cannot be found, revealed the fact that
for the convenience of students living in the western part
of New York state, another College of Physicians and
Surgeons was established, under the Board of Regents,
on June 12, 1812, in Fairfield, Herkimer County. This
college became known as the Fairfield Medical College
and it was here John Gorrie matriculated. The catalogue shows that he attended the sessions of 1825-1826
and 1826-1827. Surprisingly it lists his residence as
Columbia, South Carolina, and not Charleston. For his
graduation thesis he chose “Neuralgia” as the subject.
He received his degree in 1827, and not in 1825, nor in
1833, as has been variously stated.
Dr. A. W. Chapman, the famous botanist, in supplying some information on Gorrie to Captain Whiteside,
wrote that Dr. Asa Gray had met and become friends
with Dr. Gorrie in 1833 while he (Dr. Gray) was assisting in the “Chemical Department of the College of Physicians and Surgeons in New York City.” This, too, must
be a fallacy, for Asa Gray was also a medical student
at the College of Physicians and Surgeons at Fairfield
from the year 1826 to 1831. He received his doctor’s
degree in 1831. While no record extant shows Dr. Gray
to have been on the faculty, he is thought to have done
some instructing there during his last two years as a
student.
Six years after his graduation from the Fairfield
medical school and in the late spring or early summer
of 1833, Dr. John Gorrie - small of stature, with dark
hair and brown eyes, decidedly Spanish in type - came
to Apalachicola, Florida, a frontier boom town and cotton
port. He began at once to practice medicine and identify
himself with the social life and political activities of the
town. He was postmaster from November 24, 1834 to
July 18, 1838 ; he was elected a member of the city council and served as city treasurer in 1835 and 1836 ; and
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his name is to be found on a petition to Congress asking
for the repeal of a law passed by the Legislative Council
of Florida which effected the removal of the “seat of
Justice” to St. Joseph.
On December 28, 1835, a chapter of the Masonic
Lodge, Franklin No. 6 of Apalachicola, was organized.
Dr. Gorrie was appointed secretary pro-tem and elected
treasurer. He is thought to have been at one time a
warden, but the Minute Book of this early organization
does not show that he ever held this office. In March
1836 he was elected to the Branch Bank of Pensacola at
Apalachicola and served as president of the bank that
summer. He found time in 1837 to be among the incorporatorsandlatera vestryman
ofTrinityParish,Protestant Episcopal Church.
When Dr. Gorrie was elected intendant (mayor) of
the then thriving city of Apalachicola on January 21,
1837, he wrote a letter to the city council setting forth
his suggestions for an efficient administration. Among
his recommendations, which was to be of particular interest to him personally later on, was that a hospital for
“the indigent” be established in the city. During his
incumbency as intendant two more banks were organized and newspaper accounts show him to have been one
of the incorporators of the Marine Insurance Bank with
a paper capital of $1,500,000. On November 22, 1837,
he resigned as intendant and from that time devoted
himself to his practice and a growing interest in the
causes, prevention and treatment of malarial and yellow
fevers.
As early as 1835 he had shown his interest in these
diseases by writing for the Apalachicola Land Company
at their request a full opinion on how they could be prevented. While not knowing that the mosquito was the
carrier he did recognize that local causes were responsible for endemic fevers. He advocated, therefore, the
draining of all low, swampy ground, the elimination of
insanitary conditions and the rigid enforcement of precautions and health regulations.
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It will be remembered that Dr. Gorrie recommended
to the council in 1837 that a new hospital for “the indigent” be established. This the council did in July of
that year. In the city, however, there was already a
building used as a hospital for sailors which, although
not owned by the United States government, was apparently supported, at least partially, by United States
funds and was known to the citizens of the town as the
Marine Hospital. There is a possibility that Dr. Gorrie
owned this so-called Marine Hospital. It is known that he
was under contract to the United States government to
look after sick and injured sailors and that he was the
attendant physician at this hospital. The city council
appointed him to this same position in the new hospital
for “the indigent.”
In 1838 Dr. Gorrie married Mrs. Caroline Frances
Beman. Two children, a son, John Myrick Gorrie, and
a daughter, Sarah, were born of this union. The son,
said to have been educated as a lawyer and interested
in politics, served in the Confederate army and died at
the age of twenty-six in 1866. He had not married. Of
the daughter, Sarah, who died in 1900, there are living
descendants in Pensacola and New York.
It was in his home, tradition says, that Dr. Gorrie
maintained one, if not two, hospital rooms for his private
practice, and here it was that he treated fever patients
and experimented with an air-cooling machine.
In 1844 he published a series of articles explaining
and justifying the benefits of a new treatment for malarial diseases, and discussing at length his idea of refrigeration through the compression and then expansion
of gases. This is the principle used today. These articles
were summed up in 1855 in the New Orleans Medical
Journal. Other articles of his were published in the New
York Lancet and in the Southern Quarterly Review.
*These eleven lengthy articles were published in the Commercial
Advertiser, a weekly newspaper of Apalachicola, the issues of
April 6 through June 15, 1844. They were signed “Jenner.” but
were unquestionably written by Dr. Gorrie. The title is “On the
Prevention of Malarial Diseases.”
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The articles on malaria show that he believed the
disease to be carried as a volatile substance. Too, his
observations led him to the conclusion that prolonged
high temperatures of summer and fall “determined the
character and prevalence of endemic and epidemic malarial fevers.’’ That being so, he argued, malaria would
cease to exist if he could maintain the temperature of the
patient’s room “above the maximum or below the minimum at which malaria is produced.” Acting on this belief he invented the first air-cooling device for the purpose of lowering the temperature of a hospital room.
This was an urn or basin filled with ice and suspended
from the ceiling. Fresh air carried by a pipe from a
chimney showered down over the ice, spread through the
room and was discharged to the open, air by another pipe
at ground level. Dr. Gorrie perfected and used this device sometime between the years 1838 and 1844.
To use this temperature treatment successfully he
needed a constant supply of ice. That he did not have,
for all southern cities, if they used ice at all, were dependent upon the natural supply produced in New England and brought by an occasional schooner. If the crop
was scant they received none at all. What they did get
was sold at several dollars a hundredweight, and when
scarce the price was prohibitive. Being an excellent physicist, he designed and built a machine, which, by using
air as his gas, through compression and then expansion
he cooled his air and eventually produced ice.
There are many and varied tales of when, where,
and how Dr. Gorrie succeeded in making ice. One story,
not generally known nor recounted, is that of an old
negro, Gus Wilburn, who was still living in Apalachicola
in 1938. Gus claimed he was born August 20, 1840, and
that he was Dr. Gorrie’s office boy in 1850. He maintains that he and Dr. Gorrie forgot one day to shut off
the air cooling machine and when they remembered to
do so, they found the machine had filled up with ice.
It may be that it was the father of Gus who was the
office boy and in the passage of time he has attributed
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the story to himself. However that may be, Mrs. J. D.
Cumming of Apalachicola verified this story. It was her
grandmother, Mrs. Betsey Liverman, who was the nurse
in charge of Dr. Gorrie’s fever patients on that eventful day.
It is generally accepted that Dr. G o r r i e publicly
demonstrated in 1850 a satisfactory model of a machine
capable of making ice sufficient quantities to make
it commercially practicable. The Mansion House story
of how he gave this demonstration is the most widely
repeated story of his life.
Dr. Gorrie seems to have accumulated considerable
property both in real estate and slaves. While working
out his invention he had spent most of his available
money. It is presumed that to obtain sufficient funds
to apply for a patent and finance a commercial venture,
he raised all that he could on his own property and then
made one or more trips to New Orleans to secure additional and necessary funds. That he also visited the
East between the years 1851 and 1855 is a possibility.
At any rate, it is certain that he applied for a patent on
March 16, 1849. There are three sets of specifications
on file in the U. S. Patent Office, two of which are
marked cancelled. He was issued Patent No. 8080 on an
artificial ice machine on May 6, 1851. The date that
one finds on the monument in Apalachicola is August
22, 1850, but this is the date that the machine was patented in England-not in the United States. The letters
patent from the United States state that he was from
New Orleans, the explanation being that those who lent
him money there required this concession from him.
While in New Orleans he had succeeded in selling a
half interest in his machine to a man from Boston, whose
name is not known, and was making plans to build a
large machine when the partner died. His death brought
about the collapse of Dr. Gorrie’s enterprise. Discouraged and weary he faced the piled-up debts. Probably
the greatest source of humiliation to his sensitive soul
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was the jibing attitude of the Northern newspapers.
New England didn’t take kindly to the thought of a
mechanical invention supplanting artificially its natural
ice supply.
Shrinking from public ridicule and feeling, possibly,
that his friends and neighbors looked upon him with pity
and commiseration, he withdrew to a life of almost complete seclusion. Brooding over his failure, he began to
fail physically. In a short time he became ill-it may
have been of a fever, one does not know-and died.
Various dates are given for his death. The Dictionary of American Biography says it was June 16, 1855.
George D. Rowe gives the date as June 18, 1855. * Dr.
Gorrie’s will, however, belies these dates, for his own
handwriting reads: “In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand and seal this twenty-second day of
June in the year of our Lord 1855.” Moreover the will
was probated in the Franklin county court house, Apalachicola, Florida, on August 2, 1855. One would naturally draw the conclusion that Dr. Gorrie died between
June 22 and August 2, 1855, but there is a possibility
that he did not, since wills in those days, according to
a jurist, were sometimes probated before the maker’s
death. There is no burial permit on file and no mention
of his death in the records of Trinity Church nor in
the old Minute Book of Franklin No. 6 Masonic Lodge
of which he was a charter member. After much search,
the date of his death - and it is probably the true one
because it falls between the making and probating of
the will - was found in an obituary notice in the New
Orleans Medical and Surgical Journal of 1855-1856.
It was June 29, 1855.
* Florida Historical Society Quarterly, I (4) p. 19
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